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Abstract
This banded dissertation explores building a culture of compassion within social work
agencies and the academy. Compassionate care of the self and others is a basic element that is
required for employee success within social service agencies and the academy. This success has
a lot to do with fostering self-care practices among the employees. For too long social workers
have experienced burnout and many hardships that come from secondary trauma. Such traumas
have much to do with the nature of work or services they provide. Self-care and care of others
(compassion) are primary means by which social workers alleviate possible/imminent burnout.
In this banded dissertation, compassion in general and building a culture of compassion within
employment settings is considered through the lens of Viktor Frankl’s view of suffering and the
“will to meaning”, Catholic Social Teaching, the NASW Code of Ethics, and the Christian
scriptures. Further, the human person is viewed as personal, social, independent, and
interdependent. Due to this integrated paradox, it is essential that self-care and care for others be
explored as indispensable needs within the workplace, hence this banded dissertation.
This banded dissertation consists of three products. The first product is a Scholarly
Personal Narrative in which the author explored his experience of compassion in social service
agencies and the academy. Therefore, the paper is informed by this author’s experience of
“agency culture”, the culture of the academy and the promotion of self-care and productivity.
Findings from the explorative inquiry exposes self-care as an individualistic approach which by
itself is not sufficient to solve systemic/cultural problems in an agency and/or the academy,
while productivity is a utilitarian approach applied to human issues that dehumanizes the
interaction between social workers and their colleagues and clients. The author thus contends
that creating a culture of compassion is an essential element that agencies and the academy need
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to include if they wish to decrease social worker burnout and the negative impact of vicarious
trauma and increase longevity.
The second product used a qualitative study in which the author explored the following
question: to what extent does a culture of compassion exist in professional social work settings
from the perspective of a sample of social workers working primarily in agency and academic
settings? The study was based on an open-ended survey of a small sample of social workers in
the United States. A total of 20 individuals completed the survey. The survey results were
initially analyzed using open coding and then axial coding, which helped to form and categorize
the major themes (Engel & Schutt, 2017; Padgett, 2017). Data were analyzed using a thematic
analysis method in which this author read all the responses to the survey and recorded similar
themes (Engel & Schutt, 2017; Padgett, 2017). From this analysis, 12 themes emerged with four
overarching themes identified and recorded. One of the major themes regarding compassion
from the respondents was that compassion is viewed as thinking, feeling, and acting with and on
behalf of the other person. Another two-part theme resulting from the survey was that self-care is
individualistic and a compassionate workplace culture is collective in nature while respecting
the individual. Additionally, the participants indicated that there are internal and external factors
that lead to burnout. Overall, findings from the study showed that creating a culture of
compassion is an essential element that agencies need to include if they wish to decrease social
worker burnout and the negative impact of vicarious trauma and increase longevity.
The third product is a conference workshop that the author presented at the North
American Association of Christians in Social Work (NACSW) Conference in November of
2020. The focus of the presentation was on the second product of this Banded Dissertation.
Keywords: culture of compassion, self-care, productivity, agency culture, burnout
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Building a Culture of Compassion in Social Service and Academic Settings
The fruit of love is service, which is compassion in action… I would rather make mistakes
in kindness and compassion than work miracles in unkindness and hardness… If we have
no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other.
-Mother Teresa
Social workers whether in direct practice, macro level practice, as researchers, and/or the
academy experience harmful stories of human suffering, racism, classism, systemic inequities,
and several other taxing phenomena (Crowder & Sears, 2017; Devenish-Meares, 2015; Kinman
& Grant, 2020; Leake et al., 2017). The constant flood of disturbing interpersonal interactions,
affronts to justice and mercy, and basic care for others has led to social workers feeling tired,
stressed, hopeless, apathetic, and traumatized directly and secondarily (Makkai, 2018). The
difficult nature of social work often brings forth individuals who feel a certain calling to the
profession and they may have certain individual protective factors that allow them to remain
steadfast in their work (Lizano et al., 2019). However, studies have shown that social workers
who graduate from BSW and MSW programs, and who take on a new position do resign within a
short period of time (Park, 2020; Skhosana, 2020). It has become evident over the past 100 years
of professional social work practice and education that burnout and social worker longevity are
related in such a way that requires urgent, intentional remedy; hence, the need to explore selfcare and compassion.
The typical individualistic understanding and method of self-care may include the
following: exercise, heathy diet, time with friends and family, spirituality, and counseling
services (Pooler et al., 2014; Senreich et al., 2020). Although all the above methods of self-care
and other methods of self-care not mentioned are certainly important practices that can and do
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lead to a potentially healthy existence (Miller et al., 2019), such individualistic approaches to
self-care have only led to an expectation that social workers can and should manage their own
emotional, psychological, physical, and spiritual well-being. For that reason, this Banded
Dissertation moves towards a collective approach toward reducing burnout and increasing social
worker longevity (McClelland & Vogus, 2019). This interdependent model of care is framed
through the lens of compassion which entails two or more people working together to develop
short and long-term solutions to the simplest and most difficult issues that social workers may
face in their work (Hall, et al., 2013; Kinman & Grant, 2020: Lizano et al., 2019). More
specifically, this Banded Dissertation challenges the reader to consider moving away from an
individual sense/sentiment of feeling compassion for someone. The argument here is that what
social work needs more than ever is a culture rebuild within social service and academic settings
(Charter for Compassion, 2021). Specifically, social work employment settings, whether in the
academy or practice setting, need to construct/build/develop a culture of compassion. Through
the three products of this Banded Dissertation, the culture of compassion is explored.
This Banded Dissertation explores where compassion is found, how compassion is lived
out, why compassion is or is not expressed, and who expresses compassion within professional
social service and academic settings. Specifically, a culture of compassion is explored within a
variety of different social service and academic settings as experienced by master’s level,
licensed (independent) social workers. The explorations were framed, conducted, and expressed
in the context of the three products that inform the banded dissertation. The culture of
compassion is orientated toward interdependent care for self and for others (Seven Themes of
Catholic Social Teaching, 2018). The self-care movement is strongly individualist and represents
a long-standing tradition of rugged individualism in America (Mintz & McNeil, 2018). The
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theoretical framework for this Banded Dissertation calls for a consideration of integrating the
four domains of the human person: biological, psychological, social, and spiritual (DuBois &
Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). Additionally, this integration will require a deeper understanding of
what it means to be human. From an ecological perspective, humans are interrelated with others
in the environment and influence each other (DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014).
The overarching question that this academic work sought to address is to what extent a
culture of compassion exists within social service and academic settings. However, what is a
culture of compassion? Within the context of this Banded Dissertation, culture is “the set of
shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes an institution or organization”
(Merriam-Webster, 2021, n.p.). Compassion understood from its Latin root unites two concepts:
the first is com, which means with and/or together; the second is pati or passio, which means to
suffer and/or bear (Merriam-Webster, 2018; Online Etymology Dictionary, 2021). When these
two Latin words are combined, compassion emerges as meaning to “bear with” and/or to “suffer
with” another person or group of people (Merriam-Webster, 2018; Online Etymology
Dictionary, 2021). Compassion “refers to both an understanding of another’s pain and the desire
to somehow mitigate that pain” (Merriam-Webster, 2018, n.p.). A culture of compassion
includes considering the overall health and wellbeing of individuals and groups of people. The
Centers for Disease Control offers further insight into creating a compassionate workplace with
the following definition, “the creation of a working environment where employee health and
safety are valued, supported and promoted through workplace health programs, policies,
benefits, and environmental supports” (Workplace Health Program Definition and Description,
2018, n.p.).
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To add more clarity to the CDC’s definition of a well-being, the following definition is
proposed: A culture of compassion is an intentional effort to construct an interdependent
lifegiving environment that serves the well-being of all people (Brown, 2010; Charter for
Compassion, 2021; Collins & Garlington, 2017; Devenish-Meares, 2015; Gilbert, 2019: Hall et
al., 2013). Specifically, the domains that this culture of compassion include are the biological,
psychological, social, and spiritual aspects of the person (DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). The
literature clearly showed that support groups (social) (Hall et al. 2013), mindfulness and other
spiritual practices (spiritual) (Lizano et al., 2019), and counseling services (psychological)
(Peticca-Harris, 2019) have all been researched and appropriate workplace interventions have
resulted over the past 20-30 years (Crowder & Sears, 2017). Additionally, employers have
included biometric screening to help their employees develop an awareness of their biological
health (Workplace Health Program Definition and Description, 2018). Current literature has
made correlations between mindfulness, support groups, and self-care as increasing productivity
and job performance (Carello & Butler, 2015; Crowder & Sears, 2017).
Compassion building is an approach that cooperates with the strengths, resiliency, and
goodness available within humans ((DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). From the inductive study
conducted through the Scholarly Personal Narrative, the first product, and the open-ended survey
study, the second product, it became evident that building a culture of compassion could improve
the overall well-being and professional longevity of social workers. This approach to agency and
academic culture would encourage supervisors, employees, students, and faculty to intentionally
engage in a lifegiving activities and modes of thinking (Charter for Compassion, 2021; Scarlett
et al., 2017). Developing a culture of compassion could be critical to longevity in the social work
field (Makkai, 2018; Senreich et al., 2020: Stanford Medicine, 2019; Vastag & Tomita, 2018).
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Clearly, social workers experience burnout, stress, trauma, and turnover, what we need is a
movement towards merciful and compassionate responses to professional social workers
(Brown, 2010; Charter for Compassion, 2021; Crowder & Sears, 2017; Frankl, 2014; Hall et al.,
2013; Seven Themes of Catholic Social Teaching, 2018; Tutu, 1999).
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this Banded Dissertation is rooted in the belief that human
beings have inherent dignity and worth (NASW, 2020; Seven Themes of Catholic Social
Teaching, 2018). The National Association of Social Workers, NASW (2020) has mandated that
social workers view human beings as having inherent dignity and worth. From this belief flows
the idea that social workers must focus on human relationships (NASW, 2020). Furthermore, the
human person is social by nature and as such requires a social environment that is sustaining and
enriching known as a healthy environment (DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). To foster such a
healthy environment, social workers are mandated to seek justice and eliminate barriers to
healthy growth of individuals and communities (CSWE, 2020; DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014;
NASW, 2020). Often social workers are focused on justice issues as they relate to clients and
communities, which is expected. The particular advocacy and justice issue under consideration in
this Banded Dissertation is the building, maintaining, growing, and perpetuation of healthy,
caring, and compassionate work environments for social workers (Charter for Compassion, 2021;
Crowder & Sears, 2017; Seven Themes of Catholic Social Teaching, 2018).
The social work values listed above have shaped this author’s perceptions, judgments,
intuitions, and sense of the world. Additionally, the author’s lenses of the concept of a “culture
of compassion” are informed by Catholic Social Teaching, the Christian Scriptures, the
philosophy and psychological viewpoint of Viktor Frankl, and Mother Teressa of Calcutta’s
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example and words regarding compassion and care for others, and experiences of compassion or
a lack of compassion in this author’s own life (Bible, 2020; DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014;
Frankl, 2014; NASW, 2020; Seven Themes of Catholic Social Teaching, 2018).
Within this conceptual framework the person who is experiencing suffering of body and
mind is valued and their unique experience is worthy of understanding. Victor Frankl’s insights
are a useful tool to better understand how to address trauma and suffering effectively and
humanely. He was a man who lived through the atrocities of the Holocaust and survived
suffering in a concentration camp, which illumined his explanation of how to find purpose and
meaning amid suffering (Frankl, 2014). In a tangible way, he was faced with daily suffering
internally and externally. In his text Man’s Search for Meaning, he highlighted the importance of
promoting the individual and collective good even in the worst situations and experiencing the
most horrific suffering. He radically encouraged self-compassion and compassion toward others.
Frankl’s insights inform social workers in the academy and in practice settings who have
chosen to help the suffering, oppressed, marginalized, traumatized, and forgotten individuals and
groups in society; social workers know the gravity of suffering. Social workers tend to move
toward suffering within individuals, groups, and communities (DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014;
NASW, 2020). But why? In a very real way, social workers tend toward empathy and
compassion as modes of thinking and feeling. This often leads to social workers being willing
and able to effectively help with difficult situations. Within this, context social workers tend to
look at the subjective nature of personal experience and the meaning associated with a variety of
different experiences. Considering Frankl’s insights on suffering (Frankl, 2014) coupled with
social work’s mandate to work for justice and alleviate suffering (NASW, 2020) it becomes
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evident that a culture of compassion could allow for the person in their body, mind, and soul to
not only survive but to thrive.
In addition to Frankl’s work and the NASW code of ethics, there are three fundamental
theories/perspectives commonly used within social work that inform what it means to build a
culture of compassion in practice and education settings. The Ecological Systems Perspective
holds that the environment shapes behaviors and behavioral meaning and the person shapes the
environment. Groups of people can shape lifegiving or life-taking environments (DuBois &
Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). Resiliency Theory indicates that humans have protective factors and risk
factors that shape their ability to deal with trauma, pain, suffering, and loss. Building protective
factors on the individual and social levels will increase the possibility of healthy living (DuBois
& Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). Finally, the Strengths Based Perspective advances the notion that all
people and groups of people have strengths (DuBois & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). Building upon
strengths re-orients the mind and spirit to consider possibilities instead of focusing on limitations
and deficits. This viewpoint is strongly rooted in constructivist philosophy in that empowerment
of the individual and group to build and shape the future is not only possible, but also paramount
to the human experience (Engel & Schutt, 2017; Goduka, 2012).
Integrating Frankl’s work, the NASW code of ethics, Catholic Social Teaching, the
Ecological Systems Perspective, Resiliency Theory, and the Strengths-based Perspective, the
human person is thusly seen as comprised of body, mind, and soul (Seven Themes of Catholic
Social Teaching, 2018). Additionally, the human person is constructed of four domains:
biological, psychological, spiritual, and social (DuBois, & Krogsrud-Miley, 2014). These four
domains interact with each other to form the personality, inward experience, outward expression,
and collective existence of a single person (Zimbardo & Gerrig, 1999). All four domains are
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primary, yet due to many external forces and inward realities, the four are often not in balance.
Building a culture of compassion would promote balance within and amongst all four of these
domains. The biological domain refers to the body and the relative state of physical health
(Collins & Garlington, 2017; Devenish-Meares, 2015; Gilbert, 2019; Hall et al., 2013). The

psychological domain refers to the mind and the relative state of psychological health (Gilbert,
2019). The social domain refers to interpersonal relationships including but not limited to work,
family, friends, etc. and the relative health of relationships (Brown, 2010; Collins & Garlington,
2017; Devenish-Meares, 2015; Gilbert, 2019; Hall et al., 2013). The spiritual domain refers to
the spirit and the degree to which a person feels connection, purpose, meaning, contentment,
happiness, wholeness, and integration (Brown, 2010, 2017, 2019). Jung’s concept of Becoming
may best describe the idea that is meant by wholeness and integration of the person (Zimbardo &
Gerrig, 1999). The proposition of becoming is that it takes a lifetime to develop an integrated self
and at the same time being one with the community (Storr & Stevens, 1994).
Summary of Banded Dissertation Products
The first product of this Banded Dissertation is a Scholarly Personal Narrative. Nash and
Viray assert that the purpose of Scholarly Personal Narrative writing is to “encourage all writers
to discover and cherish their own richly textured voices to communicate their insights and values
to others with force, integrity, dignity, style, and grace” (Nash and Viray, 2013, p. 47).
In the Scholarly Personal Narrative, there are two main purposes: first, to explore the
issue of burnout experienced by social workers in professional social work settings and second,
and to explore a step toward solving the issue of social worker burnout, namely building a
culture of compassion in professional social service and academic settings. The focus was to
discover and offer insights gained from this author’s own experience of social service agency
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and academic culture and the desire to build a culture of compassion in both settings. In doing
so, the author’s experiences of working in social service agencies and academic settings are the
primary data. Nash and Viray developed the Scholarly Personal Narrative method, and they
wrote, “understanding and learning from our pain is one of the best ways to achieve wisdom, and
even transcendence” (2013, p. 52).
The second product of this Banded Dissertation is a qualitative study that explored the
following question: to what extent does a culture of compassion exist within social work and
academic settings from the perspective of a sample of social workers working primarily in
agency and academic settings? The responses came from the perspective of a small sample of
master-level social workers in agency and university settings. Data were collected through openended surveys with experienced social workers across the United States working in social work
agencies and the academy. Specifically, I collected data on social workers’ experiences of
compassion in the workplace and how compassion could have a positive impact on decreasing
burnout, vicarious trauma, and increase the overall well-being and longevity of social workers.
There were 20 individuals that completed the survey. The survey results were initially analyzed
using open coding and then axial coding, which helped to form and categorize the major themes
(Engel & Schutt, 2017; Padgett, 2017). Data were analyzed using a thematic analysis method in
which this author read all the responses to the survey and recorded similar themes (Engel &
Schutt, 2017; Padgett, 2017). From this analysis, 12 themes emerged with four overarching
themes were recorded.
One of the major themes regarding compassion from the respondents was that
compassion is viewed as thinking, feeling, and acting with and on behalf of the other person.
Another two-part theme resulting from the survey was that self-care is individualistic and a
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compassionate workplace culture is collective in nature while respecting the individual.
Additionally, the participants indicated that there are internal and external factors that lead to
burnout. Overall, findings from the study showed that that creating a culture of compassion could
be an essential element that agencies need to include if they wish to decrease social worker
burnout and the negative impact of vicarious trauma and increase longevity.
From the themes, I discussed implications for social work practice and agency culture.
Additionally, I integrated two key passages from the Christian scriptures to offer further insight
into the findings of this study and to develop a deeper understanding of compassion and how
compassion can be actualized. Finally, I consider the strengths, weaknesses, limitations, and
future research opportunities that emerged in the process of completing this research.
The third product of this Banded Dissertation was a conference workshop presentation
for the North American Association of Christians in Social Work (NACSW) annual conference
in November of 2020.
Discussion
Compassion is often explained and understood as a synonym with pity, sympathy,
empathy, and feelings. This viewpoint of compassion has weakened the strength and legitimacy
of focusing on compassion and has essentially boxed-out the call to action that is truly present
when compassion is manifest (Pedersen & Roelsgaard-Obling, 2019). It is evident that
compassion is seen as passive, a weak expression of someone unwilling to keep others
accountable for their actions, and a worthless investment by someone or a group of people who
have power (Pedersen & Roelsgaard-Obling, 2019). The research and psychology regarding
compassion do not agree with this bleak and untrue assessment of what compassion is and what
compassion is not (Gilbert, 2019; Kinman & Grant, 2020; McClelland & Vogus, 2019).
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Compassion is more than a reflex response to the suffering of others, instead compasion
is a rational and affective process that considers the best possible course of action (Gilbert,
2019). Compassion is described as having a duel element within the person: feeling and
motivation (Gilbert, 2019; Kinman & Grant, 2020; McClelland & Vogus, 2019). Furthermore,
compassion requires the “courage and dedication” to notice (Goleman, 2007) the suffering of
others, self, and community and then actually be willing to do something about the suffering in a
responsible and ordered manner (Brown, 2019; Gilbert, 2019). Many researchers support this
idea of compassion being both a cognitive and affective process that can be learned and
improved upon over time with a willing subject and a willing organization (Gilbert, 2019;
Kinman & Grant, 2020; McClelland & Vogus, 2019; Pedersen & Roelsgaard-Obling, 2019).
If we can develop compassionate work environments, then we can build a culture of
individuals seeking the common good for all social workers. This common good is rooted in
suffering with each other in solidarity rather than pitying the person who is suffering (Gilbert,
2019; Kinman & Grant, 2020; McClelland & Vogus, 2019; Rigoni, 2007). This perspective
rejects the notion that a person who is experiencing distress should be left alone to sort out their
issues. Rather, the person is meant to be in communion with their colleagues as they navigate
through difficult thoughts and feelings that arise due to the nature of the helping profession
(Kinman & Grant, 2020; McClelland & Vogus, 2019). Expositions from this banded dissertation
connect key elements that are necessary for further considerations in our work as social workers
in the academy and in practice settings, and the Charter for Compassion. These considerations
include discussions on solidarity and compassion, and the tenets required to make social work
practice settings and the academy compassionate.
Solidarity and Compassion
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Catholic Social Teaching comprises seven themes that are meant to guide individuals and
groups of people toward right relationship with each other. One of the seven themes is Solidarity
which is described by the late Pope John Paul II in On Social Concern as “a firm and persevering
determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say, to the good of all and of
each individual, because we are all really responsible for all” (USCCB, 2021, n.p.). Furthermore,
“solidarity is not a feeling of vague compassion or shallow distress at the misfortunes of so many
people, both near and far” (USCCB, 2021, n.p.). Here lies the critical relationship between
compassion and solidarity, for solidarity “is a firm and persevering determination to commit
oneself to the common good; that is to say, to the good of all and of each individual, because we
are all really responsible for all” (USCCB, 2021, n.p.).
From the title of this Banded Dissertation, Building a Culture of Compassion, the reader
is asked to consider if individuals and groups of people are truly responsible for each other. The
late Pope John Paul II in The Gospel of Life asserts that,
freedom which exalts the isolated individual in an absolute way, and gives no place to
solidarity, to openness to others and service of them. . . It is precisely in this sense that
Cain's answer to the Lord's question: "Where is Abel your brother?" can be interpreted: "I
do not know; am I my brother's keeper?" (USCCB, 2021, n.p.). Pope John Paul II further
states that based on this idea of solidarity that “yes, every man is his "brother's keeper",
because God entrusts us to one another. (USCCB, 2021, n.p.).
This concept, attitude, and practice of solidarity lead towards a deep-rooted belief that when
something impacts someone else, it also impacts me; hence a realization and actualization that
the common good is not mere sentiment but rather fundamental to human existence. The natural
and necessary response therefore when faced with suffering, distress, and workplace conflict is
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compassion. Anything less than compassion is yet another descent into individualism,
isolationism, and dis-integration of relationship.
Social Work Practice Settings
Product one and Product two of this Banded Dissertation consider the origins of burnout
and the sustained practices that decrease social worker longevity. Additionally, both products
offer preliminary ideas regarding how to decrease burnout and increase worker longevity. What
became evident when completing the Scholarly Personal Narrative was that this author has
experienced compassionate practices in certain workplaces which led to a sense of security and
realization that my experiences where noticed and mattered. Additionally, it was evident from
the examples discussed in the Scholarly Personal Narrative that some of the co-workers and
administrators viewed the distress of this author as personal, isolated requiring sympathy at most,
and justified inaction on their part.
The second product, which was a qualitative exploration of social workers’ experiences
of compassion in the workplace, found that the respondents of this survey highlighted the need
for individuals, co-workers, supervisors, and administrators to notice and act on behalf of social
workers in agency settings. The predominant themes that emerged related to the overarching
theme of this study which is to what extent do respondents believe that a culture of compassion
exists in social service and academic setting were as follows.
Social workers thrive when they feel cared for, feel that a concern exists for them, that
they are noticed by others including co-workers, supervisors, and administrators, feel supported,
respected, have leadership that demonstrate compassion and empathy, feel listened to, and
participate in reflective supervision. All these factors could lead to a culture of compassion being
created, maintained, nurtured, and grown over time. Furthermore, the respondents indicated that
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they believe a compassionate workplace culture includes seeing, feeling, and knowing that there
is an acknowledgement of stress levels caused by workload and vicarious trauma and knowing,
feeling, and seeing that their co-workers, supervisors, and administrators work to mitigate the
adverse impact on social workers. Finally, social workers identified a need to witness a
movement toward action on the part of co-workers, supervisors, administrators, and the agency
in building a compassionate workplace environment.
Charter for Compassion
In 2008, Karen Armstrong began the discussion calling all people to believe in and
practice compassion. From this calling The Charter for Compassion was developed and
eventually would become a movement to encourage individuals to sign the Charter for
Compassion which required a new way of thinking and acting (Charter for Compassion, 2021).
The principle of compassion lies at the heart of all religious, ethical, and spiritual
`traditions, calling us always to treat all others as we wish to be treated ourselves.
Compassion impels us to work tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of our fellow creatures,
to dethrone ourselves from the centre of our world and put another there, and to honour
the inviolable sanctity of every single human being, treating everybody, without
exception, with absolute justice, equity, and respect. (Charter for Compassion, 2021, n.p.)
The Charter for Compassion states that when “companies respect their employees and clients and
demonstrate kindness, then loyalty becomes more pronounced” (Charter for Compassion, 2021,
n.p). As a Licensed Independent Social Worker with a supervision designation and hopefully a
Doctor of Social Work, it becomes clear to this author that an adoption of the Charter for
Compassion is needed within social work academic and practice settings. This integration of
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compassionate values, ethics, beliefs, and practices could construct a new way in which social
work is practiced and taught.
Implications for Social Work Education
The Council on Social Work Education in 2015 published their latest Educational Policy
and Accreditation Standards (EPAS). These standards guide social work education and directly
and indirectly shape social work agency culture by preparing future social workers to serve in a
variety of social work employment settings. Additionally, these standards guide social work
education in the academy with specific emphasis on the implicit and explicit curriculum (CSWE,
2020). These two aspects, the implicit and explicit curriculum often determine the teaching,
service and scholarship foci of individual social work professors, social work programs, and
schools of social work (CSWE, 2020). The training ground of the academy and the
internship/practicum experience shape the identity of the social work students, which forms the
professional landscape. The following statement explains the purpose of the social work
profession:
The purpose of the social work profession is to promote human and community wellbeing. Guided by a person-in-environment framework, a global perspective, respect for
human diversity, and knowledge based on scientific inquiry, the purpose of social work is
actualized through its quest for social and economic justice, the prevention of conditions
that limit human rights, the elimination of poverty, and the enhancement of the quality of
life for all persons, locally and globally. (CSWE, 2020, n.p.)
From this purpose statement a social work student and professor are afforded a clear overall
indication of who social workers are and what they do; hence, an identity. Essentially, this
statement offers young social work students an answer to that question asked of most children,
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what do you want to do with your life? This statement above brings a sense of
belonging/affiliation which allows an emerging social worker to clearly articulate that I wish to
be a social worker who does the following: “promotes personal and community well-being”
(CSWE, 2020, n.p.).
This Banded Dissertation has taken seriously the social work profession’s purpose of
promoting personal and community well-being by exploring the potential benefits of building a
culture of compassion within social service agency and social work educational settings. BSW
and MSW education is the place where social workers learn values, skills, and practices (Dubois
& Krogsrud-Miley, 2014) which essentially means that social work students are being formed
into social workers. Additionally, the CSWE EPAS (2015) refer to the 400-500-hour internship
as the “signature pedagogy” in social work. Social work students are apprenticed/mentored by
social work professors and field supervisors (CSWE, 2020). The guidance toward developing an
identity as a social worker is shaped by the beliefs, values and practices of the social work
professors and field supervisors (CSWE, 2020). If this is true, then it becomes essential for social
work employment settings to focus on individual, self-care and collective, the common good,
approaches to care for social workers. In social work education there is a lot of discussion in
class, in textbooks, case studies, and field experiences about self-care.
What is needed now is an intentional construction of compassionate workplaces that
insist on working together to develop reciprocal relationships that promote growth and creativity.
This type of environment begins in the classroom, the agency, the internship, and the academy.
The social work implicit and explicit curriculum need to be immersed in compassionate values,
theory, and practices. In 2017, Tim Dawes spoke at TEDxSeattle with his Reimagining
Compassion as Power presentation. He made the claim that individuals and communities must
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begin asking others the following question: what do you need? This fundamental question cuts to
the heart of social work education and practice. It is imperative that stewards of the social work
field ask this question of social work students, of social workers, of academics, and all others
involved in shaping what it means to be a social worker. It is possible that in the quest to shape
curriculum and culture that a more humane approach known as compassion in all situations will
be the answer.
Implications for Future Research
Beginning with the end in mind, my overall goal with this banded dissertation was to
explore why social workers continue to burnout and leave agency settings and the academy at an
alarming rate. From that understanding I wish to test my hypothesis at a later time, which is that
if social workers could build an agency culture that is informed and led by compassionate
philosophy and practice, the profession would witness improvement in social worker
satisfaction, longevity, low turn-over, overall health, productivity, and personal well-being. The
next step for this inquiry is to conduct semi-structured in-person interviews with social workers
to gather more data regarding why social workers stay at an agency and/or academic setting and
why they leave. After gathering that information, I would then test my theory of compassionate
culture building in the workplace with a willing agency. The process ahead is long, but worth the
effort. Additionally, I plan to conduct a systematic review of syllabi within social work education
to assess prevalence of compassion cultivation in the curriculum. The final future research plan
is a cross-discipline exploration of what the best workplaces are doing to create humane and
compassionate work environments.
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Abstract
The third product of this Banded Dissertation is a conference workshop that I presented at the
North American Association of Christians in Social Work (NACSW) Conference in November,
2020. The focus of the presentation was on the second product of this Banded Dissertation. The
second product focused on responses from social workers regarding compassion in social service
settings.
Keywords: culture of compassion, self-care, productivity, agency culture, burnout
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Building a Culture of Compassion in Social Work Settings: Conference Presentation
The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness of the interdependence of all
these living beings, which are all part of one another, and all involved in one another.
-Thomas Merton
The third product of this Banded Dissertation is a conference workshop for the North
American Association of Christians in Social Work (NACSW) annual conference in November of
2020. Originally this conference was scheduled to take place in Northern Virginia, however due
to the COVID-19 pandemic it was moved to a virtual only conference. The focus of the workshop
was a discussion of the findings from product two of this Banded Dissertation. The presentation
lasted for 60 minutes with another 15 minutes for questions and answers. The conference was
attended by social workers from across the United States with varying levels of experience and
expertise within the social work practice and academic fields. The power point is included in this
Banded Dissertation.
The presentation began with the quote above from Thomas Merton regarding compassion
and the interconnection of all people. Then a working definition of commpassion was presented to
the audience which was developed from the Merriam-Webster Dictionary and the Centers for
Disease Control. From this definition of compassion, I then explained to the audience why
compassion was the focus of my banded dissertation, scholarship agenda, and the specific
qualitative study presentation. I presented Viktor Frankl’s philosophy of suffering, Catholic Social
Teaching, the Christian Scriptures, the NASW Code of Ethics, and my own experiences as the key
components that form and inform my conceptual framework. From this foundational information
I shared the reseach question, design, data collection and analysis method, and explained the
inclusion criteria that was used to determine who would participate in the study. Then I shared the
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number of responses and the themes derived from the open-ended survey questions. I continued
with a discussion of the findings and an explanation of how the respondents viewed compassion,
empathy, and sympathy. See Figures 3.20 example of the process of demonstrating sympathy and
3.21 for the example of the process of demonstrating compassion and empathy.
The next phase of the presentation was an experiential exploration of compassion using the
example of the Good Samaritan from the Gospel of Luke found in the Christian Scriptures. The
participants were asked to listen and/or read the passage from the Gospel of Luke. Then the
participants were asked to consider the following questions.
1. Based upon the study respondents’ ideas regarding sympathy, empathy, and
compassion please consider how each of the three characters felt, thought, and acted.
2. Who was sympathetic, empathetic, and/or compassionate?
3. How does this qualitative study and the passage from Luke’s Gospel inform social work
practice and management practices?
The presentation then focused on the implications of building a culture of compassion in social
work settings. Specifically, I asked each of the participants to consider how I am actively building
a culture of compassion in my work as a clinical director in a community mental health setting.
What I am doing to build a compassionate work environment in my role as clinical director.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Listening
Noticing
Checking in
Accompaniment
Focus on individual and team growth

In conclusion, I shared the following with the audience, “moving forward, it is critical that social
workers in the practice field and academic setting continue to work towards equitable and just
social service practice and academic settings that are shaped by best practices, empathy, and
compassion”.
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